Visual and statistical assessment of spatial clustering in mapped data.
Maps have seen increasing use to examine regional variation in health, but there has been little research on the visual perception of spatial patterns in mapped data. Theories of graphical perception suggest that the interpretation of maps is complex relative to other types of graphical material. This paper describes an experiment in which observers assessed a series of maps with respect to their amount of clustering. Maps with various types of spatial pattern were visually distinguishable; comparisons between variants of the same map, however, using different shading and plotting symbols indicated that the method of data representation also had a strong effect on visual perception. There was some evidence for a learning effect in complex maps. The relationship between the visual assessments and a statistical measure of spatial autocorrelation was significant but imperfect.